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Title 
‘Keep telling until someone listens’1 : Understanding prevention concepts in children’s picture 
books dealing with child sexual abuse. 
Abstract 
Children’s picture books dealing with the topic of child sexual abuse appeared in the 1980s with the 
aim of addressing the need for age-appropriate texts to teach sexual abuse prevention concepts and 
to provide support for young children who may be at risk of or have already experienced sexual 
abuse. Despite the apparent potential of children’s picture books to convey child sexual abuse 
prevention concepts, very few studies have addressed the topic of child sexual abuse in children’s 
literature. This article critically examines a selection of 15 picture books (published in the US, 
Canada and Australia) for children aged 3-8 years dealing with this theme. It makes use of an 
established set of evaluative criteria to conduct a content audit of the books’ content and applies 
techniques of literary discourse analysis to explain how these picture books satisfy criteria for child 
sexual abuse prevention. The analysis is used as a way to understand the discourses available to 
readers, both adults and children, on the topic of child sexual abuse. Key themes in the books 
include children’s empowerment and agency, and the need for persistence and hope. 
Keywords 
Child sexual abuse; prevention; children’s literature; literary analysis; picture books; 
 
Introduction and literature review 
Child sexual abuse 
Our interest in this topic arises from our work as teacher educators in Australia. The first author is a 
teacher-researcher in the area of children’s literature with a background in social justice.  The 
second author is a teacher-researcher in the area of child protection. From our conversations 
emerged a mutual interest in understanding child sexual abuse prevention as represented in 
children’s literature. The analysis presented in this paper is a product of our first collaboration and 
the outcome of a small seeding grant awarded by our faculty, for which we are most grateful. 
 
Retrospective studies of adults in developed countries suggest that sexual abuse during childhood is 
experienced along a continuum from exhibitionism through unwanted touching to rape by 12-20% 
of females and 5-10% of males (Finkelhor, 1994; Fleming, 1997; Dube et al., 2005; Dunne, Purdie, 
Cook, Boyle, & Najman, 2003; May-Chahal & Cawson, 2005). Although striking, these figures are 
likely to underestimate the actual prevalence because many individuals never disclose their 
victimisation through feelings of guilt, shame stigma, and altruistic reasons such as not wanting to 
trouble their families (Finkelhor, 1994). The short- and long-term negative effects of child sexual 
abuse include low self-esteem, anxiety, depression, aggression, dissociation, self-harm, and 
substance misuse (Kendall-Tackett, Williams, & Finkelhor, 1993), as well as unusual and 
inappropriate sexual behaviours (Trickett, Horowitz, Reiffman, & Putnam, 1997) and academic 
underachievement (Jones, Trudinger, & Crawford, 2004). This devastating burden for individuals 
and families also manifests in vast economic cost to societies in the form of physical and mental 
health care, educational assistance, law enforcement, child protection services including out-of-
home care, treatment of perpetrators, and victim support (Taylor et al., 2008). 
 
We know the risk to children of sexual abuse is greater at certain ages. Studies have placed the time 
of greatest vulnerability as between 7 and 12 years of age (Finkelhor & Baron, 1986). An American 
                                                 
1 Johnsen, K. (1986, p. 26).  
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study using case file data found the mean age of onset of child sexual abuse was approximately 8 
years (Trickett et al., 1997) and two Australian studies found the mean age at first episode was 10 
years (Fleming, 1997) and 10.8 years (Nelson et al., 2002). There is evidence of delayed disclosure 
when the perpetrator is a family member (Kogan, 2004; Smith, Letourneau, Saunders, Kilpatrick, 
Resnick, & Bestmake, 2000) and there are established links between earlier onset of child sexual 
abuse and abuse severity, duration, and effects (Berliner & Elliot, 2002; Trickett et al., 1997), 
strongly suggesting that strategies for preventing child sexual abuse should begin in the early 
childhood years. 
 
A range of initiatives have been tried in an effort to prevent child sexual abuse and its harmful 
effects. School-based child sexual abuse prevention programs have been taught as part of school 
curricula in the United States of America, Canada, New Zealand and Australia, since the 1980s 
(Kenny, Capri, Thakkar-Kolar, Ryan, & Runyon, 2008; Sanderson, 2004; Tutty, 1997). These 
programs emerged out of feminist and children’s rights movements that problematised adult 
treatment of children, and promoted the notion that silence and defencelessness protects the 
perpetrators of violence rather than children (Kitzinger, 1997). Hence, the programs aim to educate 
and empower children to protect themselves from sexual abuse, avoid unsafe situations, and tell a 
trusted adult. Prevention programs also raise parent and community awareness and teach adults 
skills for protecting children (Sanderson, 2004). 
Children’s picture books dealing with child sexual abuse 
Children’s picture books can provide another pathway to child sexual abuse prevention by capturing 
opportunities to deal with its challenging themes. These books, like many children’s texts, fall into 
the category of instructive texts that, according to Weinreich (2000), have a long history of 
didacticism and pedagogical intent. Additionally, there seems little question amongst literary 
theorists that all children’s books play a socialising role, whether that is their direct intent or not. 
(Saxby, 1993; Hollindale, 1991; Hunt, 2001; Zipes, 2001)  
 
Through exploring stories, discussions, and sharing experiences, children can extend their 
understandings of the complexities of life and the world. Children may be impelled to see the world 
from other perspectives, to understand other people’s circumstances and dilemmas, and to 
empathise with them (McDaniel, 2001). In this particular context, using picture books about child 
sexual abuse with all children fits with the concept of primary or universal child sexual abuse 
prevention. Child abuse prevention is generally conceptualised as a three-tiered pyramid-shaped 
model. At the broad base of the pyramid, primary or universal prevention encompasses activities 
directed at all people, designed to prevent child sexual abuse from happening by raising awareness 
of the problem and its effects (Macdonald, 2001). Adults carefully reading these books with any 
and all children constitutes an example of a primary prevention activity wherein both adults’ and 
children’s awareness is raised. 
 
This universal approach can be distinguished from the use of books in more targeted ways 
involving adults purposively reading these books with children who may be at heightened risk of 
sexual abuse, such as those who may be left at home alone or who may live in communities with 
higher risks brought about by alcohol and drug abuse, crime and violence (Portwood, 2006). In the 
prevention pyramid, these types of activities are referred to as secondary or selected efforts and are 
designed to teach children about the risks they face and how they might handle them. 
 
Both universal and selected approaches can be further distinguished from the therapeutic use of 
books, or ‘bibliotherapy’ (Hollander, 1992; Jack & Ronan, 2008), in which literature is used in 
specialised ways as part of clinical or counselling interventions to help children who have already 
experienced child sexual abuse cope with a problem that is already part of their lives. In the 
prevention pyramid, these latter approaches are known as tertiary or indicated activities and are 
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found at the pyramid’s apex. These types of activities seek to reduce the negative consequences of 
the abuse and prevent its recurrence. 
 
Despite the apparent potential of children’s picture books to convey child sexual abuse prevention 
concepts, there is a paucity of material written about this topic and there is little in the way of 
critical analysis of children’s literature as a vehicle for child sexual abuse prevention. In the only 
study solely about child sexual abuse in children’s literature, McDaniel (2001) reviewed thirteen 
children’s books using a set of nine evaluative criteria devised by Rudman (1995). These included 
“never blame the victim” and “teach children to differentiate between secrets … and surprises” 
(McDaniel, 2001, p.212). On this topic, McDaniel concluded that there was a place for children’s 
literature that could both delight and inform, although she considered it impossible for authors to 
incorporate all the ideal prevention messages into one book without compromising on literary and 
aesthetic merit. She suggested, instead, building a corpus of literature to incorporate a wide range of 
ideal prevention concepts. In more recent research in a similar vein, Smith-D’Arezzo and 
Thompson (2006) studied depictions of stress and abuse (including sexual abuse) in children’s 
picture books. They distinguished compelling and poignant books with literary merit from those 
that were didactic, contrived, one-dimensional, without plot and lacking literary merit. The former, 
they concluded, were better used by teachers and the latter by skilled counsellors or therapists.  
 
As teacher-educators, we are interested in the full scope of possibilities for these books. Although 
the books, like most picture books,  have pedagogical intent (Weinreich, 2000), their use is not 
restricted to classrooms and, if we heed the work of McDaniel (2001) and Smith-D’Arezzo and 
Thompson (2006), some books will not be suitable for use in classrooms at all and will be more 
appropriately used in targeted and therapeutic ways. To intelligently use these books with children 
whether as a parent, teacher or counsellor, adults need a way to interpret these books and to 
understand meanings both they and children may make when they read them (Smith-D’Arezzo & 
Thompson, 2006). To this end in this paper we explore how prevention concepts are represented in 
children’s picture books to give insight into how readers are persuaded to understand child sexual 
abuse as a social issue, deal with its risk, avoid it, report it, or cope with it. As literary theory holds 
that children’s literature will both respond to prevailing social, cultural and political ideas about 
child sexual abuse and its consequences, and also produce ideas that readers, both young and older, 
will take on board, we begin from the position that readers will bring meaning to the text whist at 
the same time taking meaning from the text (Bakhtin, 1981). This literary theory can help us 
understand the meanings that may be made from these books by different readers. 
 
The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to critically examine picture books for children aged 3-8 
years dealing with the theme of child sexual abuse using literary discourse analysis to explain how 
these picture books utilise prevention concepts. This research builds on the work of McDaniel 
(2001) and extends her analytical approach through the use of an extensive set of evidence-based 
evaluative criteria (Hawkins, 1999) used as a content audit. This is overlaid with the application of 
literary analysis in which linguistic strategies such as word choice, focalisation and point of view, 
narrative structure and symbolism are applied to each of the books, alongside their treatment in 
illustrations. The analysis presented here forms the basis for a larger project which takes up 
McDaniel’s suggestion of developing a corpus of children’s literature dealing with child sexual 
abuse. In the broader project we will compile the largest library of these types of books in our 
country, and will explore their content and use in different contexts. But for now, the analysis is 
used as a way to understand the discourses available to readers on the topic of child sexual abuse. 
 
Selection of books 
In August 2008, we searched the electronic database, FirstSearch WorldCat, a catalogue of books 
and materials in libraries worldwide, using the search terms i) child sexual abuse and ii) child 
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abuse, sexual. Next, the search was limited to books published in English, juvenile literature, and 
publications held in 50 or more libraries worldwide. This strategy uncovered 141 books which were 
sorted according to three further criteria i) the age of the audience (3-8 years); ii) the length of the 
book (less than 50 pages), iii) the presence of colour illustrations. Duplicates of books were culled 
to include only the most recent editions. This strategy resulted in a final list of 58 children’s picture 
books. From this list we randomly selected a sample of 15 books. Although random selection is not 
widely used in literary analysis, this was an attempt to be even-handed in our selection of books 
rather than to select only those texts that interested us and which may not have been representative 
of the sample. The 15 titles can be found in the reference list. 
 
Our analysis of the picture books has two interrelated components: a child sexual abuse prevention 
content audit and a literary analysis. The prevention audit makes use of the Guidelines for 
Programs to Reduce Child Victimisation (Hawkins, 1999), a resource developed for the US 
National Center for Missing and Exploited Children and approved by US Congress (H. Con. Res. 
309). In particular, we drew from the Curriculum Scorecard, which provides 32 separate criteria 
and a three-level grading system (meets criteria; partially meets criteria; and does not meet criteria) 
designed to guide the selection of child safety programs. From the scorecard’s list of 32 criteria, we 
selected 18 criteria most relevant to children’s picture books. These criteria are: 
 
1. Teaches children the importance of general safety (e.g. knowing their names, addresses, 
emergency telephone numbers); 
2. Provides explicit instruction about body ownership (e.g. my body belongs to me); 
3. Helps children distinguish between appropriate and inappropriate touch; 
4. Helps children distinguish between secrets and surprises and reinforces that some secrets 
must be told; 
5. Instructs children to be able to say “no” or to reject to unwanted overtures; 
6. Encourages disclosure by instructing children to tell a trusted adult about things that bother 
them including inappropriate or unwanted behaviours; 
7. Instructs children how to identify an adult they can trust; 
8. Instructs children correct anatomical terms for the private parts of their bodies;  
9. Provides repeated exposure to safety messages; 
10. Instructs children that adults sometimes act inappropriately; 
11. Emphasises that inappropriate adult behaviour is never the fault of the child; 
12. Teaches children that victims can be any age, size, race, ability or gender; 
13. Teaches children that perpetrators can be older children or adults of any age, size, race, 
ability, or gender; 
14. Teaches children that perpetrators can be people they know or others; 
15. Promotes notification of child sexual abuse to appropriate authorities; 
16. Emphasises that children have the right to feel safe; 
17. Provides opportunities for children’s active participation; and 
18. Provides support materials for parents and/or teachers 
 
As a starting point we independently coded the picture books against these criteria which were 
devised to be used with child sexual abuse prevention education programs. Though they seem 
didactic, This allowed us an overview of commonalities and differences between the books, and an 
indication of how they measured up against what is known in the field of child abuse prevention. 
Simply noting the presence or absence of the criteria, however, could not entirely explain their 
function or potential, nor did it shed light on how these books utilised prevention concepts. With 
this audit-type analysis as a backcloth, we then engaged in literary analysis that allowed us to look 
at constructions of child sexual abuse prevention concepts in the picture books in greater depth. 
Three approaches informed our literary analysis. First, Stephens’ (1992) top down/bottom up 
approach to the analysis of children’s book reminds us of the significance of both the socio-political 
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context in which these books are situated (the top down approach), and the bottom up attendance to 
such linguistic and literary elements as voice, temporal sequencing, focalization, and the narrator’s 
relation to the story and the audience. Thus the way the ‘story’ is begun, told, framed and concluded 
(the ‘closure’ of the text), the use of events, action, happenings, character, setting and role are all 
significant to its cultural production. Second, our analysis also attended to features such as mode, 
point of view, narrating voice and order of events. Nikolajeva & Scott’s (2006) exploration of the 
interplay between text and image provided us with ways to extend our understanding of how 
meaning is produced through both words and illustrations. Third, Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2001) 
pivotal work on reading images was used to examine the significance of such visual discursive 
strategies as line, form, size, colour, intensity of saturation and shape in the analysis of the 
illustrations, and the possible effects this too might have upon the reader(s).  
 
Overview of the books 
The texts examined in this audit do well in some criteria and vary in others. Indeed, the criteria 
themselves were at times problematic. For example, it was hard to tell, sometimes, whether to 
accept that a book had satisfied the criteria of promoting the reporting of child sexual abuse to 
proper authorities (criteria 15). Most of the books overtly suggested telling an adult, but few 
explained who a proper authority might be, and how a child could tell. This is significant because 
not all adults are trustworthy, nor will all adults know what to do with the information. Indeed, we 
know children are often disbelieved when they report abuse. These critical details made it difficult 
for us to assess whether books had met the criteria, and provided us with a reminder that criteria for 
successful child sexual abuse prevention programs are notoriously difficult to write, and to 
interpret. Nevertheless, there were a few criteria which were satisfied by most or all of the selected 
picture books. 
 
Nearly all of the picture books emphasise saying no or rejecting unwanted overtures (criteria 5) and 
most of the texts promoted telling a trusted adult (criteria 6). Encouraging disclosure, as will soon 
be discussed, was the most common objective of the books. Most of the texts repeated their safety 
message (criteria 9) and many assisted young readers to rehearse and repeat saying no (criteria 17). 
As repetition is a common discursive strategy in picture books at any rate, here the genre and the 
message are easily reconciled. Every book included additional support materials for teachers and/or 
parents (criteria 18). This places the sample of books firmly within an instructive genre – they are 
intended to be used or read to children by adults who will understand their value as a prevention, 
cautionary, or counselling tool. That they will be used this way, of course, cannot be guaranteed, 
but the existence of the supplementary notes make clear their intent. The notes signal to adults the 
need for prerequisite knowledge before using the books with children, no matter who the adult is. 
These liner notes also present a kind of credibility, giving the treatment of child sexual abuse 
prevention in the text an expert voice of authority.  
 
The sample of books rated unevenly, however, on the criteria relating to more complex and specific 
prevention concepts including general safety messages (criteria 1), providing explicit (rather than 
general) information about body ownership (criteria 2), distinguishing touches and secrets/surprises 
(criteria 3 & 4), identifying anatomical body parts (criteria 8), reinforcing that inappropriate adult 
behaviour is never the fault of the child (criteria 11), and dealing with features and identities of 
perpetrators (criteria 12, 13 & 14). 
Voice and focalisation 
This sample of children’s picture books about child sexual abuse falls into three main categories. 
The first and largest group is fictional third-person narratives, addressing a particular imagined 
reader: the child who has been abused or is at risk of abuse. A second set of books is written as 
fiction, using first-person narratives to show, rather than tell, how children in general can become 
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empowered or may gain agency to stop or prevent abuse. The imagined reader of these books is 
more likely to be all children, not only those at risk of or experiencing abuse. There is a very small 
third category, represented by only one book in this corpus, Please Tell! A child's story about sexual 
abuse (Jessie, 1991). This book is written by a child victim herself. Only one book in the audit tells 
the story from the point of view of a character seeing another child being abused. In One of the 
problems of Everett Anderson (Clifton, 2001), the main character Everett worries about his new 
friend because “A room can be lonely when a boy, not grown, every day sees his new friend Greg 
with a scar or a bruise mark on his leg” (p.4) This book, unlike any of the others, offers advice not 
to the child victim but to someone in his community of friends. This is significant because as 
children grow older, research tells us they may choose to confide in peers rather than a parent or 
trusted adult (Kogan, 2004; Priebe & Svedin, 2008). 
 
The texts utilising the most criteria for successful child sexual abuse prevention programs are the 
fictional third-person narratives. One claim might be that first person is too confronting for the 
topic. Unlike for other topics, where personal voice brings intimacy, there may be some value in the 
distance created when a story seems ‘true’ but safely about someone else. Through distancing 
him/herself from the main character, the reader might safely identify with the character, but need 
not ‘out’ him/herself. Yet, a ‘story’ may have universal value rather than targeting only the victim 
of child sexual abuse2. In this way, all children may learn and reflect on safety issues; no child will 
put the book down and say, ‘This one is for someone else, not for me.’ The powerful text in 
Reading’s (2004) Rosy and Jack is a case in point. Readers, no matter their background or 
experiences, may learn from the siblings’ experiences as they read first about Rosy and Jacks’ fear, 
and their final relief on the final page of the book when “everyone is glad that the sexual assault has 
stopped and there are no more bad secrets” (p. 31). All readers can empathise, and some may find a 
voice. 
 
The audience for these books is not exclusively children, however, which explains the double-voice 
in many of these books. Though purportedly written for children, they nearly all include a second 
implied audience: the responsible adult reading the book to the young child, or the counsellor or 
teacher who might read the book for deeper understanding of the issues. Like other ‘serious’ books 
for young children, it is hard to imagine them being read in a classroom for any purposes other than 
direct intervention. They are also tools for adults working with children affected by abuse as much 
as they are books for the children themselves. This is evident from the statements made on the book 
jackets. Jessie’s (1991) book directly calls itself a “tool for therapists, counsellors, child protection 
workers, teachers and parents dealing with children affected by sexual abuse” (back cover) despite 
the fact that the book is illustrated with crayon, making it look like a book for young children 
themselves. Freeman’s (1982) It’s my body: A book to teach young children how to resist 
uncomfortable touch addresses a forward to parents “in order to help adults and preschool children 
talk about sexual abuse together”. Holmes’ (2000) book contains three pages of notes and resources 
at the end addressed to parents and caregivers. In these ‘extra notes’, a feature of each one of the 
selected books, suggestions are made for dealing with disclosures. As we will see, a theme in these 
books is that the child’s main responsibility is to tell and keep telling until they are heard; they can 
trust adults to take it from there. Adults must therefore know what to do when a child discloses that 
they have been sexually abused. According to our audit, all of the children’s picture books about 
child sexual abuse included instructive notes to adults. So, despite being picture books, they also 
serve an important educative purpose for adult readers. 
 
                                                 
2 Jack Zipes (2001, p.110) is one of numerous children’s literary critics who writes of the Grimms’ fairy tales to 
powerfully treat the theme of ‘child abuse and cruel repression’. Maurice Sendak (1971), in his controversial picture 
book In the Night Kitchen uses fiction as a strategy to explore a dark topic. Whist not explicitly about child abuse, there 
are certainly many other examples of serious topics addressed in children’s fiction.  
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This double-voice is most evident in Kehoe’s (1987) Something Happened and I’m Scared to Tell. 
This is an inexpensively produced book with simple black and white line drawings. On the left hand 
side of each page the unnamed (and ambiguously gendered) child confesses his/her grief to a lion he 
finds under a tree. At first s/he explains “Well, he touched me different, you know, not like fun hugs 
and kisses, not in front of people. It felt funny and scary too. But I don’t get spanked anymore and if 
I let him do it, sometimes I get toys. It was under my pants, you know” (p. 12). On the right hand 
side of each page the lion, an apt image of both fearlessness and ferocious adult dependability, 
provides an adult voice. It patiently comforts the child, offering wise advice. At one point, as s/he 
gains trust in the lion, the child asks, “This thing that happened to me. What’s its name?” (p.18). 
The lion, on the right side of the page, explains “It’s called sexual abuse and it can happen with 
anybody. Sometimes it’s a parent, Grandad or Aunt who loves you, but gets mixed up about the 
right way to show it. Sometimes it’s a stranger who is afraid to love other grownups. It can even be 
a big kid who wants to learn about sex but is afraid to ask about it” (p. 19). Here we overtly see the 
double-voice in action. The child tells the story; the trustworthy adult offers reassurance and advice. 
Both the child and adult are textually and pictorially positioned to ‘learn’ what they should say and 
do from the text. Despite being amongst the oldest and most inexpensively produced of the texts 
analysed here, Kehoe’s text meets many of the criteria. 
 
Although fiction written in third person seems like the preferred choice for picture books about 
child sexual abuse, there is strength in the first-person narratives as well. For instance, Rowley’s 
(2007) narration, in Everyone’s Got a Bottom gives the reader a helpful script: 
 
We have rules in our house/ 
Rules help to keep us safe/ 
Mum and Dad have given us a rule about/ 
Touching. Nobody can touch our bodies including  
Our private parts without good reason/ 
If someone bigger or older than me wants to// 
Touch or see my private parts or show me/ 
Theirs, that is not ok. I think that is rude.”  
     (p. 23) 
 
In a clumsier manner, Patterson and Feldman’s (2004) NoNo The Little Seal also uses first person to 
instruct its young readers. 
 
You can be like NoNo 
Just like me, NoNo 
When you’re strong inside and you believe 
You’ll know just what to do. 
 
You can say what’s in your heart 
And on your mind 
Like, ‘I love you but you hug too hard!” 
Be honest and be kind.” 
   (p. 24) 
 
Significantly, criteria 17 is that children be given an opportunity for active participation. Though 
many of the books are written as fiction, a number of them utilise textual strategies requiring young 
readers to participate. This participation is invited both through direct questioning, and the 
discourse of art therapy, where children are asked in one way or another to draw their feelings, or 
express their thoughts. The final page of Moore-Mallinos’ (2005) book Do You Have a Secret? 
directly asks the reader, “Do you have a secret?” (p.29), and shows an illustration of a boy with a 
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thought bubble, presumably for the reader to fill in. Kupfer’s (2005) Sarah’s Secret invites readers 
to fill in “My list of safe grownups” (p.32). Kehoe’s (1987) text ends with a similar invitation to the 
reader: “What about you? Who could you tell if something happened to you?” (p. 26). In these 
ways, even if the book is fiction, young readers are often addressed personally. This commonly-
used discursive strategy demonstrates a desire within the books to encourage children’s agency.  
 
Body parts, body ownership, touch and secrets 
Despite the criteria calling for explicit descriptions of body ownership (criteria 2) and the use of 
correct anatomical terms for the private parts of bodies (criteria 8), it seems there is some degree of 
mixed feeling about how explicit a children’s book can be about these topics. Ideas range from 
those supporting a view that literal clarity and explicitness are important in presenting young 
children with honest information, to those that advocate the less confronting, more ‘child-friendly’ 
approaches of metaphor or allegory (McDaniel, 2001). The books examined here reflect this 
ambivalence. Kleven’s (1997) The Right Touch is amongst the most explicit. The illustrations 
include children’s naked bodies, but more significantly a young girl’s fearful story of the man who 
“tried to put his hand down her panties” (p. 12). This is in contrast to Sarah’s Secret (2005), where 
Sarah is touched in “places that made her feel sick” (p.9), with those places left unnamed. 
 
A very few of the texts take the obligation to name body parts correctly seriously: Rowley’s (2007) 
picture book Everyone’s Got a Bottom was controversial partly for this reason. It explains to the 
reader that, “Everyone has private parts. / Emma has a vulva and vagina. /Jack and I have a penis 
and testicles. These are our private parts. /We have other private parts too. / We all have nipples.” 
(p. 15). Everyone’s Got a Bottom was banned in more than 1000 private childcare centres in 
Australia and New Zealand because of its explicitness (Biggs, 2007; Horin, 2007). A book written 
twenty years earlier, Kehoe’s (1987) Something Happened and I’m Scared to Tell is also one of the 
few to instruct in the use of correct anatomical terms. This book uses the character of a ‘safe adult’ 
(in this case the lion guide) to help a worried boy by assisting him in naming what he’s experienced: 
“Those places have names – just like all the other parts of your body. Girls and women each have a 
vagina. Boys and men each have a penis. In back, everybody has an anus, just the same for boys 
and girls” (p. 13).  
[insert jpeg Rowley, p.14] 
 
Significantly, the explicit use of anatomical terms in the texts named above is nowhere near as 
confronting as it is in the texts wherein explicit description is replaced by metaphor. For example, in 
Kleven’s (1997) book, The Right Touch (2003) Jimmy’s mother has a heart to heart talk with her 
son before bed. Jimmy’s mother asks, “Have you ever been tricked”? “Hmmmm”, Jimmy 
wondered. “Do you mean like when someone says “Open your mouth and close your eyes, and you 
will get a big surprise” and the surprise is a worm?”(p. 8). Later in the same book the mother 
recounts a story about a man who says to a little girl “If you sit on my lap, I’ll show you the kittens” 
(p.12) whereupon he puts his hand down her panties. The fact that this book is both explicit and 
metaphoric gives it powerful and uncomfortable significance. Though the dust jacket describes this 
treatment of a “very difficult topic” as “gentle and thoughtful”, with “delightful illustrations”, it 
seemed to us especially graphic and unsettling. 
 
The concept of body ownership (criteria 2), which stresses that children have the right to control 
access to their own bodies, is also contentious. Very few of the books tackle this theme. Everyone’s 
Got a Bottom (Rowley, 2007), is the most vivid example, containing the refrain “From our heads to 
our toes, we can say what goes” which is repeated, with slight variation, no less than eight times 
throughout the book. Body ownership themes are based on notions of child empowerment and 
agency, wherein children are taught to recognise, resist and report sexual abuse (Portwood, 2006). 
Child empowerment models suggest that children will be more vulnerable to adult exploitation in 
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situations where they are considered the private property of their parents or submissive to other 
adults. Everyone’s Got a Bottom is a book for all children, not only those children who have 
experienced or are at risk of child sexual abuse. As an empowering device, the refrain is appealing 
and, if realised, it holds the potential, as Kehoe (1988) remarks, to make children “more difficult 
targets for intimidation” (p.7). It is worth observing, however, that although the criteria for child 
sexual abuse prevention programs advocates the use of proper terminology for body parts and 
explicit instruction about body ownership, there is still some very real hesitancy amongst the writers 
and the public to fully embrace these ideas, and Rowley’s is one of the more explicit of the books. 
If language is a kind of power, then using proper anatomical terms is an empowering linguistic 
device.  
 
Though the books struggle with how explicit to be about the nature of sexual child abuse, most of 
the books reinforce that there are good secrets and bad secrets (criteria 4), and instruct in how to tell 
the difference between types of touches (criteria 3). The descriptions of ‘bad’ touching range from 
the very vague, as in the advice “Sometimes you don’t like to be touched. Sometimes you don’t 
want a hug or kiss, even from someone you love” (Spelman, 1997, p.6) and “If someone wants to 
touch me any place or way that makes me feel uncomfortable, I won’t share my body!” (Freeman, 
1982, p.16) to the moderate “If a big person helps you at bath time, that is okay. But if the washing 
makes you feel confused or bad, that is not okay. You can tell good touches from bad touches” 
(Johnsen, 1986, p.12). The bad touching in Reading’s Rosy and Jack remains undescribed and 
without detail, but is later explicitly called “sexual assault” (p.17). Some of the books are more 
explicit, such as Jessie’s (1991) recount that her uncle “…made me do things I didn’t want to do at 
all! He hurt my arms and legs and places that are private on my body” (p.3) and Kupfer’s (2005) 
description of the abuse: “He’d say it’s their secret. He loved her best/ While he touched Sarah’s 
private parts under her dress” (p. 10). Clearly readers are being encouraged to understand the 
difference between good and bad secrets in relation to touching, though similar to the choice of 
words regarding body parts, the nature of these secrets are not always very specifically described. 
The nature of the touching itself is more implied than directly described. For the most part, specific 
descriptions of sexual abuse acts themselves are avoided in these books, and the abuse is generally 
couched in euphemistic phrases, with child-like register. Children are advised to speak out if anyone 
tries to “touch me any place that makes me feel uncomfortable” (Freeman, 1982, p.16), “touch me 
in funny places” (Patterson and Feldman, 2004, p. 16), or if someone “touched you in a way that 
made you feel uncomfortable and all yucky inside” (Moore-Mallinos, 2005, p. 22). This pattern of 
repeated phrases, common to several of these picture books, provides insight into the language 
currently preferred for children and the boundaries to explicitness allowed in descriptions of sexual 
abuse in these times.  
 
Amongst other things, these books were analysed for how abusers and victims were represented in 
both language and in the illustrations. The common elements of these representations may increase 
our understanding of how ideas about abuse come to be normalised. For instance, they may 
highlight some myths about perpetrators of child sexual abuse, or they may reinforce some 
stereotypical ideas about the characteristics of victims. We wanted to examine the representations 
for their accuracy, and to identify potential misreadings. In particular, we were interested in the 
cultural and gendered make-up of main characters within these texts, which might reflect, rightly or 
wrongly, common beliefs about which individuals and communities are most likely to be victims or 
abusers. 
 
As a whole, this sample of books represents victims of abuse as school-aged but pre-adolescent. 
This concurs with the age at which children are most at risk. For example, none of the illustrations 
of girls in these books have breasts. Many of the children clutch dolls and soft toys (Johnsen, 1986; 
Kleven, 1997; Kupfer, 2005; Ledwon & Mets, 2006; Moore-Mallinos, 2005; Spelman, 1997). 
Rowley’s (2007) book Everyone’s got a Bottom uses a baby to illustrate body parts. The age range 
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of children depicted is not only accurate, but makes sense in the context of picture books as well, 
where the protagonists are most often young children with whom young readers can relate.  
 
In general these books avoid the specifics of naming the abuser. None of the books specifically 
present a biological parent in this role. Reflecting reality, most abusers are depicted as male. It is 
NoNo’s uncle who is the perpetrator in Patterson and Feldman’s (2004) text. In Sarah’s Secret 
(Kupfer, 2005) a “man named John” (p.3) is responsible, but his relationship within the family is 
not specified. We are similarly unclear about Mia’s mother’s relationship with the abuser in Mia’s 
Secret (Ledwon & Mets, 2006) though the man portrayed in the illustration looks more benign than 
the shadowy figure portrayed in Sarah’s Secret (Kupfer, 2005). In Please Tell!, Jessie (1991) 
represents her abuser as a monstrous monkey figure, with an “evil smile. It seemed like his eyes 
almost turned red” (p.4). By turning her abuser into a red-eyed monster, Jessie makes him fiendish 
and evil, while at the same time, foolish. Interestingly, media depictions of those who sexually 
abuse children often include the term monster exemplifying the heinousness of the act - see for 
example representations of Josef Fritzel as “the monster in the cellar” (Campbell, 2008). The 
picture books examined in this study run the gamut between portraying child abusers as familiar, 
and representing them as potentially anyone, even monsters. 
 
In many of the books, it is a shadowy, faceless figure who poses the threat as epitomised in Do You 
Have a Secret? (Moore-Mallinos, 2005) and Rosy and Jack (Reading, 2004), or a menacing, 
disembodied hand, as in Kupfer (2005). The specific identity of this figure is, in all of these cases, 
open to interpretation. Although it could be argued that the shadowy or faceless figure reflects the 
illustrator’s nervous reluctance to be too specific about the identity of the abuser (father, teacher, 
etc.), it would be a mistake to assume this figure is necessarily a “stranger”. There may be value in 
representing the abuser in shadow or disembodied, with ‘his’ face obscured. The shadowy figure 
allows for multiple meanings to be made of the text. Children who are abused by a parent, step-
parent, relative, teacher, coach or minister may all recognise themselves and their circumstances 
reflected in a book about a child abused by a shadowy unnamed figure, and be prompted to take 
action by disclosing their abuse. If the shadowy figure represents a recognisable, common symbol 
of danger, the facelessness of the abuser in many of the picture books is helpful. Readers can rather 
identify with the feelings evoked by the shadowy figures.   
 
The identity of the perpetrator is a complex and problematic feature of the books. The shadowy 
figure may also be read as an attempt to avoid frightening children though whether it achieves this 
goal is debatable .There is clear evidence that the vast majority of abusers are known to their 
victims, although little is known about the consequences for children of them being made aware that 
a close and trusted adult, such as a relative, might sexually abuse them. Research has not yet 
explained how this knowledge might influence children’s primary care relationships, their identity, 
or their psychological wellbeing. Even though criteria 13 suggests teaching children that 
perpetrators can be people they know or others, the use of the shadowy figure in this context may 
serve a different purpose. Rather than a flaw in representation, the use of a nameless perpetrator 
may be a responsible or protective stance in the absence of evidence. If interpreted by adult readers 
and child audiences as a stranger, however, the shadowy figure is open to misreading, and 
reinforcing myths that are counterproductive to sexual abuse prevention. The shadowy stranger 
presents an ethical dilemma and there does not seem to be a way forward until we know more about 
the risks involved in telling children that someone they know and trust may harm them.  
 
Gender and Race 
 
Gender  
As hinted above, gender was a significant feature in the books. Criterion 12 and 13 detail that a 
good child protection program should make it clear that sexual abuse can involve people from either 
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gender, any race, or ethnicity and, implicitly, may occur in any family. Gender is significant in the 
books. Interestingly, only four of the books had obviously females as main characters (i.e. as 
victims of sexual abuse) (Jessie, 1991; Kupfer, 2005; Ledwon & Mets, 2006; Riggs, 2007). In five 
books the main characters were male (Clifton, 2001; Holmes, 2000; Kleven, 1997; Patterson & 
Feldman, 2004; Spelman, 1997). Four books showed both male and female main characters 
(Johnsen, 1986; Moore-Mallinos, 2005; Reading, 2004; Rowley, 2007), and in two of the books the 
main characters were of ambiguous gender (Freeman, 1982; Kehoe, 1987). Sometimes main 
characters were portrayed as animals such as a racoon (Holmes, 2000) or a seal (Patterson & 
Feldman, 2004). There is no apparent bias in these texts favouring a tendency to assume child 
sexual abuse affects one gender more than the other. 
 
However, gender is an issue for some of the books in unanticipated ways. For example, the quality 
of writing can ‘accidentally’ affect meaning with respect to gender. In the poorly-written text of 
Sarah’s Secret (Kupfer, 2005) the reader is positioned to view men as generally dangerous, though 
this may be unintentional. The clumsiness of the rhyme in the following passage identifies the 
abuser as a man named John, though as previously discussed, his role in the family is unclear:  
 
 There was mum, Sarah, Tom and the baby named Anne,  
And last but not least, there lived John – he’s a man. 
      (p.3) 
 
The final couplet - “he’s a man” – puts emphasis on gender. Thus his ill-intentions towards Sarah 
are attributed to his maleness. In this poor use of rhyme any man –not just John- would seem 
menacing. 
 
Race 
An author’s choice to illustrate main characters in a picture book as culturally diverse would seem 
likely to be well-intentioned. Writers might make this choice based on the desire for readers of all 
cultures to relate more strongly with the protagonist, or they may wish their narrative to be 
culturally inclusive. The author may herself be a person of colour. Furthermore, there may be a 
sense on the part of the author that child sexual abuse is a serious topic which affects disadvantaged, 
disempowered communities, and may wish to make this disadvantage visible; to give marginalised 
groups a voice. Tackling a difficult subject like child sexual abuse means tackling associated 
difficult issues, such as race and gender, as well. With such a didactic purpose, and with the sense 
of responsibility that approaching the subject must entail, the author and illustrator take on an 
especially challenging task in the representation of characters in picture books. 
 
Only One of the Problems of Everett Anderson (Clifton, 2001) which has a black child as a main 
character, and Not in Room 204 (Riggs, 2007) which features an Hispanic child are specifically 
about children of colour, though a few others show some diversity in more generalised illustrations, 
for example, in Your Body belongs to You (Spelman, 1997) where children from different cultures 
are seen playing together. This highlights a complex issue around representations of race in these 
books. Showing particular cultural groups in books about child sexual abuse is loaded; on the one 
hand indicating the link between other social factors such as poverty, crime and social 
disengagement and on the other hand having the potential to reinforce the worst possible 
stereotypes, equating sexual abuse with particular racial groups. Perhaps this explains the absence 
in these books of people of colour. None of the books show the perpetrators of abuse as people of 
colour. A few of the texts show cultural diversity amongst the children in general illustrations 
(Johnsen, 1986; Spelman, 1997) and some avoid any portrayal of race at all by using animal 
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characters instead of humans  as do Nono the Little Seal (Patterson & Feldman, 2004) and A 
Terrible Thing Happened (Holmes, 2000) where the victim is a raccoon3.  
 
This predominantly monocultural White portrayal of child sexual abuse may indicate an uncertainty 
about how to portray cultural diversity without resorting to, or feeding stereotypes. How ethnicity is 
represented in picture books about child sexual abuse is both significant and contentious. Authors 
and illustrators of picture books about child sexual abuse walk a fine line between accurately 
representing a variety of ethnicities and cultures in their text and illustrations, and avoiding the 
terrible stereotypes that might inaccurately over-represent people of colour as perpetrators or 
victims of child sexual abuse. 
 
Link between illustrations and print text 
Since in picture books the visual representations of illustrations work side-by-side with the print 
text (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001), a closer look at the covers of these books, and the illustrations 
within them add another dimension to this analysis.  
 
Significantly, despite the serious and sombre content of these books, twelve of the fifteen picture 
books analysed here show smiling children on their front covers. Because most of the books are 
written to instill hope, the cheerful illustrations on the front covers of these books relay a final 
optimistic message. Though the covers tend towards happy smiling children, within the books 
themselves the illustrations are more complex, the characters displaying a range of emotions from 
fear to dismay to sadness. In Sarah’s Secret (Kupfer, 2005) though Sarah is drawn as happy – one 
might even say empowered – on the cover, she is illustrated as very distressed within the text itself. 
The large hand reaching towards Sarah (Kupfer, 2005, p.11) makes a more lasting impression than 
the cover, which shows Sarah playing happily in the park. In the illustration that goes with the text 
showing John holding a Barbie doll in one hand while he “touched her in places that made her feel 
sick” (p.9), presumably with the other, the drawing of Sarah is appropriately frightened. This is 
reversed in Mia’s Secret (Ledwon and Mets, 2006), where the illustration of Mia shows her as 
relieved as she shares her whispered secret on the final page, however the cover shows the wide-
eyed worried Mia of earlier pages. Further analysis would be useful to see how the sequencing of 
illustrations, and the ‘lingering’ meaning that can be made through visual text contributes to these 
books. 
 
[insert jpeg Kupfer, cover] 
 
For now, a few specific and powerful illustrations from the books are briefly discussed. As a kind of 
visual coding, some illustrators draw the perpetrators of the sexual violence large, both representing 
the powerful dominance of an abuser along with the powerful presence of abuse in a child’s life. 
For instance, in Kupfer’s (2005) book, a two-page spread shows a small Sarah retreating into a 
corner on one page, a large male hand coming toward her on the other side (pp10-11). The hand 
takes up the entire right page whereas Sarah takes up only around one third of the page. Similarly, 
in NoNo the little Seal (Patterson & Feldman, 2004), the illustration of the perpetrator of the abuse, 
Uncle Seal, takes up a page and a half of a two page spread while he cradles a small, wide-eyed, 
frightened looking NoNo in his huge flippers (pp9-10). Both Moore-Mallinos’s (2005, p.22-23) Do 
you Have a Secret? and Readings’ (2005) Rosy and Jack use a similar two-page middle spread 
halfway through their books; in each case with large, almost alien, disembodied arms and hands 
                                                 
3 Incidentally, the racoon’s natural mask is an interesting symbol of the complexity of child sexual 
abuse wherein such a mask may cover up a secret, though being a raccoon the mask remains even 
after disclosure. 
 
 13
reaching towards very small cowering children. There seems an equal distribution of books that 
show the abusers as faceless, and those that give them a face and a name.  
 
Do you Have a Secret? (Moore-Mallinos, 2005) is a good example of how illustration contributes to 
meaning. The print text itself in this book is reasonably benign – it is a book about all kinds of 
secrets. The frightening picture mentioned above, with its massive grey/green arms shadowing 
above a girl playing with cut-out dolls is accompanied by a less terrifying text: “Can you think of a 
bad secret? Would you keep it a secret if somebody touched you in a way that made you feel 
uncomfortable and all yucky inside?” (pp. 22-23). In this case, the seriousness of the ‘secret’ is 
presented somewhat carefully in the words, and much more dangerously in the illustration. In many 
ways, the most disconcerting of the books with respect to their illustrations is Kleven’s (2003) The 
Right Touch. In this book the main characters, both male and female children, are drawn in the big-
eyed image of Cabbage Patch dolls or velvet paintings but what are likely meant to be innocent 
representations of children come somehow to appear ominous. In this case, the words on the page 
are more benign than the disturbing illustrations and in other texts the opposite is the case. In other 
words, illustrations and text don’t always match in tone or content. In most cases it is the disturbing 
visual image that remains privileged over the print text.  
And the gaps: Is disclosure enough? 
The books analysed in this sample are largely concerned with child empowerment and agency. 
Generally, they illustrate a desire to help the reader give voice to their discomfort and distress, and 
to provide a context in which children may understand that telling someone about abuse (theirs or 
another’s) is the best course of action. The books encourage readers to speak out if they are being 
hurt, and to trust that adults will be able to help. And yet there are gaps in what these texts cover. 
For example, though schools and schoolmates are occasionally mentioned in the story or shown in 
the illustrations, as in Not in Room 204 (Riggs, 2007), the central place schools play in children’s 
lives is glossed over. Teachers are commonly mentioned as adults who can be trusted to tell, but 
there are few hints about what they might do with the information. 
 
The most significant example of this is in the book Not in Room 204 (Riggs, 2007). Mrs. Salvador 
is the fair-but-firm teacher of Room 204. Regina, a student in the class, is clearly troubled; the only 
child unenthusiastic about Christmas holidays. She obviously feels safer in class, where Mrs. 
Salvador reads them a book about Stranger Danger4 and reassures the children that if anyone told 
her they were being “touched in ways they shouldn’t be touched” (p. 20) she would respect their 
confidentiality:“I would never tell other students such a private thing” (p. 22). Nevertheless, when 
Regina, who the reader begins to guess has something to reveal, asks Mrs Salvador for help, the 
book abruptly ends. The teacher squeezes Regina’s hand, and says, “You are very brave to tell me. I 
know exactly what to do.” (p. 24) but we are never told what will happen next. Disclosure, it seems, 
is the end point; the culminating event. If the teacher had some action in mind, it isn’t revealed here, 
and the book ends with the teacher’s abrupt dismissal: “Good…Let’s take down the chairs.” (p. 27) 
 
This common message, that telling is the end point and that after that it will be smooth sailing, is 
common to most of the books. The Right Touch (Kleven, 2003) similarly ends with the young 
protagonist, Jimmy, listening patiently to his mom’s bedtime lesson about good touching and bad 
touching, and sleepily says, “yeah, Mom. I’ll remember. Say no. Get Away. No matter what 
happens, tell someone. And it’s not the kid’s fault.” Something Happened and I’m Scared to Tell 
(Kehoe, 1987) ends with an address to the reader who is asked, “What about you? Who could you 
tell if something happened to you?” (p. 26) but no answer is provided about what might then occur, 
and in Holmes (2000) A Terrible Thing Happened, Sherman Smith simply “found that it felt good 
to let his feelings out” (p.27). When Sherman feels the relief of disclosure there’s a dramatic change 
                                                 
4 Itself a problematic term as we have indicated earlier, in that most perpetrators of child sexual abuse are not, in fact, 
strangers. 
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in the illustrations: he is no longer represented in the illustrations as alone in the centre of the page. 
Post-disclosure he is seen smiling with other ‘children’ (a squirrel, and a rabbit), stretching happily 
as he wakes up, blowing dandelions. This pastoral image suggests that a wonderful world opens up 
for Sherman simply because he has ‘told’. The final sentence in this text is “Sherman Smith is 
feeling much better now. He just thought you would want to know” (p. 29). This idealised, romantic 
notion that innocence can be restored so simply is prevalent in this text and others such as in Rosie 
and Jack (Reading, 2004): “If Rosy and Jack feel scared or sad, they go and talk to mum. Everyone 
is glad that the sexual assault has stopped and there are no more bad secrets” (p. 31). The black 
background of the first page, in which the terrified Rosy and Jack sit huddled in a small key-hole 
circle, is replaced with a blue and green pastoral background where the children, smiling broadly, 
play leapfrog with their mother. Nevertheless, Rosy and Jack is the only book in the sample that 
explicitly refers in its liner notes to the author’s professional consultation on legal matters 
associated with disclosure. This is reflected in the book’s conclusion. Having reported their abuse to 
trustworthy adults (in this case mum, a friend, Rosy’s teacher and a family doctor), the children 
come to feel safe, because “back at Rosy and Jack’s home, the person who had sexually assaulted 
them had been sent away” (p. 27). In this respect, Reading’s (2004) text is the only one that allows 
the children agency beyond simply telling someone what had happened and in it we see the 
presentation of some options and consequences. Though overall the books examined in this paper 
repeatedly encourage children to “keep telling until someone listens” (Johnsen, 1986, p.26), an 
opportunity exists for books such as these to present some further information about what happens 
post-disclosure. 
Conclusion 
Despite the fact that picture books look deceptively ‘simple’, producing children’s books about 
child sexual abuse is burdened with complexities. Writers of children’s books must make a 
multitude of judgements: how does the writer him or herself feel about the topic and what are their 
fears, goals and even politics? How much is too much, what is the best way to approach sensitive 
topics, what is the audience for the books, how should the books be used responsibly and how do 
they satisfy criteria for effective child sexual abuse prevention? What knowledge and skills are 
required by adult readers? Children’s literary critics note that how a picture book treats a 
controversial topic may, in part, lie in the ways childhood is constructed (Hollindale, 1991; Hunt, 
2001; Iser, 1978; Zipes, 2001) at particular times and in particular places, and in the ideologies 
privileged by the authors’ textual choices (Stephens, 1992). For instance, Watson (1992) points out 
that those who believe children are innocent, passive, and in need of protection will ‘speak’ to a 
certain kind of reader, and write a certain kind of picture book. Those who see children as more 
resilient and capable of handling fearful images will write a different sort of book. Some children’s 
literary critics favour fantasy as a way for children to process confronting feelings safely; others 
favour verisimilitude.  
 
The majority of the books referred to in this analysis are written and produced by pediatricians, 
psychologists, social and health care workers, not eminent children’s authors and illustrators. The 
books are more concerned with their instructive or educative role than aesthetic or literary value. 
Many of the books, while well-informed on child sexual abuse, hold limited literary merit as 
McDaniel (2001) and Smith-D’Arezzo & Thompson (2006) previously found. A question 
remaining for us is why these two concepts – education and aesthetics – do not often coexist in 
children’s picture books about child sexual abuse.  
 
Nevertheless, the mere presence of picture books about child sexual abuse is evidence of a problem 
that is increasingly visible. Viewed as a vehicle for prevention, these books, depending on their 
content, and the age and capabilities of their child readers, can be used, judiciously and variously, 
with all children, children at risk, or children who have already experienced sexual abuse. Their use 
in education, therapeutic, and family contexts by teachers, counsellors/therapists and parents, 
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however, rests on prerequisite knowledge about child sexual abuse and appropriate ways of 
handling disclosures by children. This will be especially the case for teachers who might wish to 
use the books in classrooms. Our view is that only a few of these books will be suitable for 
primary/universal prevention work in classrooms with all children. Everyone’s Got A Bottom 
(Rowley, 2007) is a clear example. Such a book does have a role in mainstream classrooms in 
raising awareness of body ownership and sensitising children to diverse life experiences. Many 
more of the books have value as part of targeted or indicated counselling interventions, or in 
recovery treatment between a parent or caregiver and child. Adults simply reading these books with 
children, however, must never consider the reading as a substitute for the skilled professional 
assistance required in cases of child sexual abuse (Kehoe, 1988). 
 
These texts position readers, children and adults alike, to view books as a way to help children 
overcome social and emotional problems in general, and child sexual abuse in particular. As social 
commentary, the texts allow us a glimpse into how the issue of child sexual abuse is perceived at 
this time, in this place. Through examining the extent to which these books satisfy criteria for child 
sexual abuse prevention we begin to conceive of their educative and therapeutic potential. Through 
close textual analysis we begin to see patterns demonstrating how current conceptions about child 
sexual abuse manifest themselves in children’s literature. Based on themes of children’s 
empowerment and agency, the books purport to teach children to recognise, resist and report abuse 
(Portwood, 2006).  What actual effects such books have on child readers is for future research. The 
key message in all books is one of persistence and hope, to “keep telling until someone listens”. 
(Johnsen, 1986, p.26) 
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